Talking The Poem: Prelude and Interlude to Conferencing and Revision
Gloria D. Nixon-John When I write a poem. it is sacred territory for about twenty-four hours. When our students write poetry, even if forced to do so, their poems may be sacred territory for much longer than my twenty-four-hour grace period. Because of this, the revision process, with regard to poetry, requires a special sensitivity. Also, poetry writing and revision often require that teachers and students abandon some of the "rules" and procedures that they have learned to employ relative to prose, especially aca demic prose. For certain, the nature of the poem differs from other forms of writing. Its inception comes from some "other place~ for me. Perhaps that is why I believe that poetry reqUires such delicate handling as well as a certain degree of abandon. I looked to some of my favorite poets and poetry crit ics for clarification and direction here. Marge Piercy suggests that "in order to get to a poem you must learn to push yourself. reach that cone of concen tration ... when all the voices in the head are one voice" (Piercy 7). M.L. Rosenthal says that the poem's characteristics arise "within a subjective world of reverie, memory. and traceries of association" (Rosenthal xi) . And William Stafford articulates the illusive nature of the poem's inception when he says. "My poems, especially, are not to my mind crafted objects, but little discoveries in language that spring from the encounters between outer events and that unpredictable -and never sufficiently identified mysterious river" (Stafford 3) . Having experienced the process that leads to the poem's genesis, and having read ample notations by other more experi enced poets that suggest that we cannot really de fine the process that results in poetry, I wonder why it is that so many of us still feel the urge to drag the would-be poet into revision as soon as the enlight ened hand rises up and away from the page (or key board). Also, if we are in fact trying to discover the origins of poetry, I wonder why many of us spend so little time discussing the nature of the thoughts and actions that lead us to poetry? I also wonder how can we get our students to begin to see how to make the associations necessary for something be yond a first draft? I have begun to answer these questions for myself and would like to share some of my discoveries.
First and foremost, I have learned that there is value in taking some time to talk about the gen esis of the poem our students write. That is, I wish to suggest that for starters we allow the poets in our classrooms to discuss where the poem came from, the associations, the feelings the poet had when she wrote the poem. as well as what she thinks she wants yet to say. Of course you may want to limit this talk, but be liberaL By all means let the poet meander and babble on. For years I attended writing groups in which there was a rule against talking about the poem before reading it to a re sponse group. I always felt this was not just sti fling, but a bit too business-like. Poetry by nature is indulgent, a banquet; you are drawn to it so in dulge and allow others to do so.
Actually, when I did individual conferences at my desk with students. I started with the kind of talk I am suggesting. I started with: Tell me where this poem came from if you can, or what do you think might have led you to these words on the page in the form of a poem? The talk that followed al most always generated ideas that took the poet somewhere the poet had not yet gone on paper. This approach also solved a problem that my colleagues have complained about for years, the problem of how to get the beginning poet even inches away from the initiating topic of the poem.
l I am suggesting that we offer this talk before the poet thinks of the piece as finished. or even near to finished. and that this talk take place with a comfortable audience the response group.
Let me try to illustrate by sharing a first draft of a one of my poems along with my talk about the poem. Here is my first draft:
Dear Stephen (w. t.)
I studied the e-mail message just minutes after you sent it. It was so fresh I considered licking the screen. I know that many teachers think it is better to have students reflect on their writing in writing, but 1 really suggest talk, because talk is less delib erate, more spontaneous. We tend to "slip" and me ander and free associate more in talk, and when we do, we make discoveries.
2 I also suggest that you record the talk as I did, so that students can tran scribe it and refer back to it.
What I do next is analyze my own talk about my poem. This is a bit like moving from the analyst's couch to the analyst's chair. Here is my brief analy sis of my talk: Along with my own talk, the advice I get from others (in my case mostly language arts profession als or avid readers of poetry) is vital to my process of reVision. I pick my peer response group carefully -more carefully for poetry than for prose. I do this because I think that many who do not read and write poetry, consider poetry something they can not make sense of on their own-without a teacher or scholar's help. Reader-response theory is chang ing this to an extent, but for the most part even the most educated group I can muster will not get very far and are not very helpful unless they are some what intimate with this form. The implications for the classroom here are obviOUS. It helps if we give our students some solid peer response preparation. And once they have studied craft a bit as well, their comments are usually very astute, very helpful.
The group that I have worked with in order to reVise my poem "Dear Stephen" consisted of three people. Mter the careful responses of my readers, it is clear that I must return to my poem. They have given me much to think about with regard to the typography, punctuation, as well some suggestions about the degree of poetic license I might take with Stephen's comments. The more substantive com ments suggest that I go deeper, that I become even a little more introspective before I revise again. Also, Renee's last question opens a dialogue about the revision process that I am sure to have with her at a later date. Renee wonders why it was easier for her to find what didn't work as opposed to what she liked about the poem. I suspect (in a nutshell for now) that it is because most of her experiences as a student (in high school, undergraduate school, then graduate school) focused on criticism of surface fea tures and some talk about what didn't work. Few people gave Renee permission to respond in a way she feels comfortable and from the knowledge she has as a writer. Doing what I am asking her to do is still the gray area between marking a paper with a red pen and good old-fashioned literary criticism.
One last time now I feel I should talk about all of my feelings at the point with regard to the poem. I know it will seem like voyeurism, or shoddy self-help to some, but it works for me (and for many of my students) so I am going to indulge myself once more:
Here is more talk (recorded and transcribed.) Think of It as therapy because that is how indul gent it feels. (There is no better way that I have found to get students to really focus on their work. I have clearly deCided to change the first stanza but it still remains awkward. Also, it didn't really convey my need to touch Stephen in draft 1. I believe the second draft does a better job of doing so. I also decided to explain why I positioned my hand over Stephen's hand for "the slicing." Along with those decisions, I removed the bit about being rosy and in the boiling pot because it sounded stilted to me, and I think Yates found it too deliberate, rooted in some other century.
I also did a few other things that just come with good revision. On line 6, I removed "on the phone" because the line was clear without this prepositional phrase. On line 27, I reversed the word flailing and lines. The adjective becomes the verb and is stronger as such. On line 30. I wanted the interest and sliCing to occur more simultaneously and reversing these two ideas seems to help create this effect.
Of course several more drafts are in order. In them I might experiment with typography as Renee suggested. I might pull Miss Roscup into the mix somewhere, even deal with Stephen's illness directly and try to clarify the subject, motif, and my relationships to Stephen a bit more-all are possi bilities that have surfaced as a result of my self talk and analysis. as well as the peer responses I re ceived.
In conclusion. I think it is difficult to get ourselves and our students to move beyond that first draft with anything more than surface features unless we give them time and permission to con sider the poem for what it is, revelation and eleva tion. as well as a bit of self help and expose to some extent. I believe that talking helps before, during, and after the revision process. With talk we can of ten do that difficult work of questioning what we have just said in language that is our own, in lan guage that because of its spontaneity is more at tuned to the nature of poetry.
The things my response group told me also suggest that some discussion or perhaps an article is in order on the function of critiCism (see Yate's comments) as well as more about why we find re sponding about the strengths of a draft so very dif ficult.
I hope that the struggle I have shared here translates into some ideas for classroom practice at least. Beyond this, I wish you the time to write and 36 Language Arts Journal oj Michigan the luxury to talk about that writing. As for my poem, I will move on to Draft 3 and then 4, perhaps re membering that Robert Frost said, "a poem is never finished just abandoned." But after all of this effort I doubt I can abandon it for long. 
